Effectiveness of therapeutic lymphography on lymphatic leakage.
The number of conventional lymphographies has declined markedly since the introduction of cross-sectional imaging techniques. Nevertheless, lymphography has a high potential as a reliable method to visualize and directly occlude lymphatic leaks. When used as a distinct radiological procedure with the intention to treat, this application can be described as therapeutic lymphography. To investigate if therapeutic lymphography is a reliable method to treat lymphatic leakage when conservative treatment fails and to investigate which parameters influence the success rate. Between August 1995 and January 2008, 50 patients with lymphatic leakage in form of chylothorax, chylous ascites, lymphocele, and lymphatic fistulas underwent conventional therapeutic lymphography after failure of conservative therapy. Of these 50 patients, seven could not be statistically evaluated in our retrospective study: one patient died of cancer 1 day after lymphography, and six were excluded due to various technical problems. The remaining 43 patients were evaluated. Therapeutic success was evaluated and correlated to the volume of lymphatic leakage (more or less than 500 mL/day), as assessed by drainage. In nearly 79% of patients, the location of the leak could be detected, and surgical intervention could be planned when therapeutic lymphography failed. Due to the irrigating effect of the contrast medium (lipiodol), the lymphatic leak could be completely occluded in 70% of patients when the lymphatic drainage volume was less than 500 mL/day. Even when lymphatic drainage was higher than 500 mL/day, therapeutic lymphography was still successful in 35% of the patients. The overall success rate in patients with failed conservative treatment was 51%. Success did not depend on other factors such as age and sex, cause of lymph duct damage, or time elapsed between lymphatic injury and intervention. Therapeutic lymphography is an effective method in the treatment of lymphatic leakage when conservative therapy fails. The volume of lymphatic drainage per day is a significant predictor of the therapeutical success rate.